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"Baby talk" or tie idea of a special way of talking to
babies is a familiar notion that has even been sted- a

cross-cultural universal. ,Consi,d'erableintefest has arisen in
,the linguistic input provided to the language-learning child as
the child has come to be Viewed as the active deriver of a \
language system (Broen, 1972; Gleason, 1973; Snow, 1974). Ice

it is during infancy, pridr to the appearance of speech, thathe
child must" discover the most basic rudiments of language, it ids'

also important to be aware of the nature of"the speech to which
the infant is exposed.,

Recent' studies (Snow; 1970; Moerk, 1972; Pelson, 1973;
Phillips, 1973;)have shown that mothers' speech to childt=en
(uSually two to three years old) is less complex in,,pgrms.of MLU
and other measures of syntactic domplexity than is ip4ech to
.adults or older children. One inference from .this finding is
that talking to babies is the possible form pf speech,
and that complexity of mother s speech increases linearly with
the age of the infant. Another hypothesis is that mothers do not
modify their speech at all until their children bqgin using
language.

'This paper will present some findings from a study exploring
how mothers do in fact (peak to pre-linguistic infants and
lariguage7learning.children. The study investigates the
relationship between the linguistic input from the mother and the
child's acguisltion of language. The data presented here will
focus, primarily on complexity levels as measured by MLU in
morphemes in mothers' speech.

This study is an on-going longitudinal investigation of
three, mothers' speech to their children: two Elissa and
Sadie, and one boy, Justin. It began when all of the children
were four months old and will continue until they are three years
.old In the data to be reported here, the children were from six
to eighteen months of age.

/

Each mother-child pair wa5. visited at home by this author
'

once, a monlih. A sixty minute tape was .made; for 50 minutes the
mother plaged with and talked to the child, for 10 minutes she
talked with the experimenter. Data, from the mother-experimenter
conversation sill not be reported here.

The first aspect of the data to be discussed are the changes
in mothers' speech from the time the children were 6 months to 18 ,

months old. Ln terms of MLU in morphemes, changes in mothers'
speech did not confirm the hypothesis that complexity increases
in a simple.linear fashion as the baby grows older. In fact,
three distinct trends occurred in each mothers' speech, An
example of these trends for one Mother is found in the first
figure. .
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This figure depict the changes in Justin's mother's MLU.as
Justin went from .6 to 1; ! Months of age. Linguistic milestones
such as first word, fi words and first two-word utterance are
indicated according to rfif h first experimental session in which
they were observed. F:1 e! different words \xsed spontaneously
during a session is an grbitrary point'setNo'to indicate the
chilas. level during the one -wprd stage.

i=
As you can see, th.4 Mother's MLU increa d from about .3.0

-' ,_i until her, child spoke s first word,at 11 mon hs. At 12 months,'Stiri's mother's MLU I gap to declioe and onti ued to do so
U he was 14, monthei .1d. The folloWing month, is mother's MLU

r
begah,ta increase aga41 At fifteen months, Justin reached the
5 -word leVel. Moth' MLU .then continued to increase till
Justin was 18 months 02p andused his first two -word utterance,
`except for one as yet 'ipexplicable drop at 1.7 jaonths.

1
,:.

'''v,

1..t

ligures 2 and 3 here

As you,Can see in' 'figures 2 "and .3, MLU ttentjs for the ot her
two mothers looked very similar to those for Jusin's mother;
with the exception of:Elissa's mother's seeming anticipation of
her"first word and anlinexplicable decrease prior" to the lateir
increase. Sadie's mother's MLU was extremely variable preceding
her first word ratheOthan increasing.

Figure 4 here

Figure 4 shows c imnges in MIX, averaged across the three
mothert. One point Oat should also be noted is that,' with all
the Lips and downs, no', mother's MLU xeached,a high of over 4.50
morphemes which is still significantly lower than their MLU's
of about 7.5-8.0 when speaking t ,ko theexperithenter. Thus the
mothers were definitely modifying th6ir.language to their
children long before the chil,dfren.spoke, though the degree.of .

modification change er time.

In summary, speech directed-to the children.as-infants was
not as simple as it 'could have 15604. Rather, prior to the
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children's production- of their first words,' tother speech was
frequently more complex than at later dates/ Each mother's
speech decreased in complexity at or near tzhe time of her child's
f).rst word. One factor in'this decrease was the mother's switch
from language-teaching strategies which were largely self-
directed n nature'to more specific elicitations and labels.
Since the children 1.2egan toplay a more 'active part 'in their
interactions, it may save becohe more difficultvforthe mothers
to talk to themselves through speech addressed to their
children.,

'At some point between the 5-word level and the acquisitiod
of syntax, when all the children were frequently producing one-
'word utterances, the ,three mothers' speech began.to-increasein
complexity. It is important to realize that this increase was
not obviously associated with a comparable linguistic change for
any of the children. It was,aspciated, however, with a matrix
of changes in language-teach ipq strategies and linguistic

1 , modifications in mother speech. Tag questions, occasional.
questions and complex sentence structures increAsed i frequency..
InterrogativesIbecame the dominant form of interactio0 (as
opposed to imperatives and declaratives) for all, of the mothers

.. and for the first time questions began to outnumber yes-no
.questionsI'The mothers at this time also modified the ways in
which they responded- to_ their children' e utterances. Mothers'
imitations of their children's speech decreased and expansions,
Corrections and semantictensigns began to'bccdr in -each.
mothers' speec1) !Bothers' responses 'will be discussed in .more
detail later in the paper In general., these modifications seemed
to indicate that the mothers were not only addressing more of
their utterances to their children, but that they now expected'
their children to have something to say in return.

It is interesting to speculate on what will happen after- the
child have acquired syntax. Any ,predictions are obviouslyr,zrt

related to why moth' MLU began to increase between the 5-Word
level and the children' s acquisition of syntax. One prediction
assumes that the increase occurred because the children had
become able to understand more complex utterances and abl4e to
give their motherslinguistic and ,behavioral feedback. This
feedback allowed the mothers to extend their utterances into
greater complexity, knowing the children were capable of
Alderstanding them or informing them if they were not understood.
ased on this assumption, one would prod tot t hat, with greater

oomprohepsion 5k] 1 hs and given syntax, the children could
undersLand more and provIde oven better feedback and the
complexity leve'l of mother spOech would continue to rise.

A second exp Jana Lion might a stmmo Lhat. the increase in
complexity wa s a unc Lion of the-mother s' beg inning attempts to
teach rela tions rather than - words: to this case,, MLU would

. 4
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remain _sable until the subject of language teaching changed
again.

.

On the other hand; it could be predicted that mother* speech
might be modified as a result of changes in fhe nature of the
interaction between mither and child. Prior to1/8 months, much
of the thild speech seemed to serve little or'ho communidative
purpose. Rather, speech seemed to function for the children'as a
kind of object or toy to be played with,. or-as something to be
produced to satisfy their mothers' demands. As the children
begin to use words o represent and communicate ,information to a
greater extent, it would be expedted that mother-child
interaction would begin to be increasingly composed'of
information-exchange. At this point, it could be predicted that
mothers MLU's would drop as they became more involved in talking
with their children rather than talking at or teaching them.

One general characteristic of each mother's speech /hich did
not change over the period of this"study was the proportion of
speech 4ch mother devoted to language- teaching This is arC
interesting fact in itself since at 12 or 18 months the-children
were certainly more ready to produce langdage than at.six months.
Threes types of utterances have been crasified'as language-
teaching: coaching (say-Mama), labelling (this is a cow) and

general elicitations (what's that). Each mother produced frequent
language-teaching utterances; they ranged from an average.,of 31

` to 45 to 54% of the speech samples for the three thcithers.
Although the mothers shoWed similar trends i the changes b'f
their speech, each retained an individual se e of language-
teaching. Sadie's mother consistently used more coaching and
Elissa's mother more general elicitations than the other mothers.
Justin's mother responded to his utterances with "metalinguistic-
feedback" (e.g, "yeah") three times more often than OA Sadie's
mother (who imitated Sadie frequently) or Elissa's mothe'r (who
Used many expansions and semantic extensions).

Another interesting. characteristic of this data was that
these language teaching utterances were on the average 'less
complex than the total speech sample. An example of thiS canbe
seen in figure 2 Elissa's mother's MIX for language-teaching
utterances ranged from .25 to 50 morphemes shorter th.an'for her
total speech sample for the first eight months of the study. 'The
MLU for language-teaching utterances for the other tw8 mothers
was consistently about .50 morphemes Less ehan,for their total
speech samples.

*

One important interaction to be considered is the-
relationship between the utterances which e4, mothers tried to
teach to or elicit 'from the children and. the utterances produced
by the children. One-way to look at this interaction was to
discover which Of the mothers' utterances the children imitated.

5
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rmitationswere defined as the repetitiA of all or part of one
of the other person's preceding three uttrances The children
in' this study, like'those in previous studtes, showed
differential,ratesof imitation which remairiv in stable rank N

orders, even' though the proportion of imitatt4ts-in the total
speech samples'decreased for each child. As rilt.,..!sured after the
5-word level where numbers of child utterances 1-00 become great
enough to "provide a less biased statistic, imitattvs decreased
from 24 to 8%, 44 to 32% and 26 to 11% of each chirWs speech
samples. Yet even with t ese individual differences,1'414the
.children imitated a cons stently higher proportion'of language-
teaching utterances than would have bee'n predicted by 611p
proportion of the total peech sample accounted- for by lOguage-
teaching. Eighty -eight Percent of the utterance-s that Erisa
imitated were language-teaching utterances; 92% of Sadie's;\and
58% Of Justin's.imitations'were of language-teaching.

Hawever, even thouO the utterances imitated by the children
were frequently labgyage-teaching utterances, the children were
very serective,in the utiterancas they imitated. The MLU's

psthe'mother ut Orances imitated by all three children Were
substantially shorter than the MLU's tor the mother's total a.
speech sampl s and than the MLU's for language- teaching
utteranoes.

4

We c n see an exampile of "this in figure, 2. Not only was the
ILLU for terances imitated by ElisSa less than the MLU of the
other sa ples (at least prior to Elissa's first 2-word utterance)

;',!

(
, ...,but MLU for imit ed utterances increased steadily. This ,.

.
;

increase.in'MLU, or imitated utterances occurred when language- -

'

teachi g utterances were
L

variabl. in complexity', and the total
sampl MLU increased onl gradually. The finding that imitated
utter nces.were of lower' but increasing complexity was true for
all other-child dyads. Imitated utterances wer..consistently
pbou 1.25 /morphemes- less than the MLU for the mothers total
sam es for the first few months after the children began to
spe k. By the. last month of data reported here, MLU's for
imi ated utterances and the total samples were not noticeably

.
di .terent. .

'7 Yet in figure 2 we 'should note that at, 17 months or when
lissa used her first ,2 -word utterance,' the relationships just
escribed disappeared. Language-teaching utterances increased in
omplexity relative to the average utterance from the mother -

?speech sample. .Elissa began to imitate utterances equal to or
/longer than the average utterance. One possible reason for this
change was that the criterion for Elissa's imitations changed

/ from one of length to that of certain semantic or grammatical.
relations. This finding did not hojd for either of the other two-/ children:Sadie did not really begin to combine words during the

/ 'period of.:this study, and the utterances Justin , imitated by the

e.2



.tithe he used syntax were too few to provide meaningful data..

In addition to directly eliciting words~ language teaching
may also occur through the utterances that a mother-makes in
response to her child's speech. 'The utterances'coded as
responsestincluded only those'in.which the mother directly
replied 'to or -commented upon the child's speech within three
utterances. These responses included imitations of the child's c
utterances, expansions, requests for clarification and/.
occasional questions, correct,'Ions, semantic extensions and
feedback utterances like "yeah.", For all the mothers, responses
'to the children's utterances-were significantly less complex ,than
the average utterance of the mother. An example of this can be .

seen in the figure 3. The MLU for -Sadie's mother's responses to
her childs. speech was consistently about 1.25 morphemes .shorter
than the mother's average utterance. Significantly, the mean
length of the respon.ses increased over time even. when there was
no comparable increase in the complexity of SadiA's utterances
which were being responsed to. This finding suglests that the
mothers were using not only linguistic cues from the children to
'modify their speeCh but also some other kind of information.

In summary, there ate three inferences that can be drawn
about thg relationship between linguistic input and lahguage
development on the bas of the data presented here. First,1 we
have seen several pieces of evidence to support th= ontention
that children do actively rerespond to different sp cts of their
linguistic environments. Whether this partici on is limited
by memory or processing capacity constraints whi h select for
certain kinds of input-or whether it is a function of more
general strategies of language-learning is not clear. Each of
the- children ,selectively imitated simpler than average utterances
from his of her mother. For each child, the mother's utterances
that were imitated grew steadily more complex even when the MLU
for mother' total sample and language-teaching utterances

:---remained stable or increased at'a slower rate. Eliss switched
from imitati g particularly simple utterances to imitating
utterance greater complexity at the same time that she began
t9 produce ulti- erm utterances. This 'shift suggested .a change
in sstrategy from imitating names of objects and events elected
from inoreasingl lengthy utterances to the imitation of .

relations. .fur ,her analyses may provide us with more clues to
the exact nature of the interactions between la4guage-learning
and the lingu is environment in. which it occurs.

S- ond, these data have shown that the mothers did modify
thei speech on thg basis of linguistic cues from thedr,children.

these language milestones were not the only bases for their
mo ficatioris The cildren's actyl oranticipated itst
utterances did havo'a significant effect on each of t e mothers'
speech. However, the fact that the mothers' response to their

7
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children's utterances grew, steadily more comp],ex even when the
complexity of the child speech remained stable indicated that the
mothers were probably responding to uses other than the
children's language development.' Further support for this
conclusion' comes from the finding of an increase in mother's MLU
and shift in speech patterns hottween the children's 5-word level,
and first use of syntax. These changes-occurred without any',
comparable linguistic cban the children. This another
example of the mothers' esponses to extr-linguistic cues. One
avenue to plote wou e to look for early indications from the
child of is, or her awareness .of semantic re ations or basic
concepts that the mothers might be respondin to as indices of
their children's cognitive development. On t e other hand, dt is
possible that the others are not responding o any aspect of the
children's behavio at all, but simpry to their own expectatiolls

`. or desires for their children's lariguage development.

tow

,

Finally,Iwe have seen that talking to babies is not a
simple process. The threes mothers each modified their speech in
complex ways-as their children developed; modifiCations which
were based to some degree on the children's language and perhaps
cognitive abilities. And we have seen evidence that these -,

modifications did, to some extent, achieve their implied purpose,
in that the children imitated the least complex utterances and
those most oriented to language teaching for mudh of the study.
Towatd the end of the period covered by this study', we began to
find evidence of both children and mothers getting ready to shift
strategies as they went into a new stage of linguistic
interaction. It will be interesting to see what happenLnext.
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Figure 1.

Figure 2.

Figure 3.

Figure 4.

Figure Captions

Changes im one mother's mean length of utterance as
a function of the child's age and language
development.

Changes in one mother's mean length of utterance for
total speech sample, language-teaching utterances and
utterances imitated by child as a function of the
child's age and linguistic competence.

Changes in one mother's mean length of utterance for
total speech sample, language-teaching and responses
to child's utterances as a function of the child's
age and language development.

Average change in mean length of utterance for three
mothers' speech as a function of children's age and
language deyelopment.
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